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Polysemy is a universal phenomenon in language. Arrangement of multiple 
senses has proved to be a thorny issue in dictionary compilation, especially in 
learner’s dictionaries. There are three traditional methods of sense ordering in 
dictionaries: logical ordering, historical ordering and frequency ordering. Each has its 
own merits and shortcomings. Among them, logical ordering may be the most 
appropriate in improving learners’ vocabulary acquisition, but it does not attract due 
attention, for semantic relations between polysemous senses remain unexplained in 
traditional approaches. To our delight, the new findings in cognitive linguistics 
provide a relatively full and rich explanation to the nature of polysemy. In the 
cognitive view, multiple meanings of a word form a polysemous category with one or 
more prototypical meanings, from which other meanings are extended in radiation or 
concatenation, and meanings are extended mainly by means of two cognitive 
instruments: metaphor and metonymy.  
Enlightened by these cognitive findings, Oxford American College Dictionary 
(OACD) attempts a new ordering principle: prototypical sense ordering, i.e. 
prototypical senses followed by their sub-senses that are closely related. The new 
ordering method is in fact a specific form of logical ordering. It clearly reveals the 
semantic relations of senses and thus benefits learners a lot in better understanding 
and memorizing polysemous words. However, some problems arise in its application 
to OACD. There is no consistent principle on the establishment of prototypical senses; 
sub-senses do not follow prototypical sense ordering and all senses listed continuously 
in one paragraph do not facilitate quick searching and polysemy acquisition. To bring 
the superiority of “prototypical sense ordering” into full play, we must solve these 
problems. So, this thesis discusses in detail from five aspects, an improved 
prototypical sense ordering plus a semantic network graph, within the framework of 















dictionaries and to realize a better representation of polysemous words in learner’s 
dictionaries. The five aspects are as follows:  
1.  Homonymous senses are given separate entries. Polysemous senses are placed       
under one entry, but definitions for different parts of speech are put in separate 
paragraphs. 
2.  Divide polysemous senses according to their semantic motivations, to avoid 
oversplitting or overlumping of senses, and to avoid overlapping and confusion 
between senses.   
3.  Determine one or more prototypical senses (core senses) by using the 
questionaire technique and analysis of semantic motivations of senses. 
4.  Arrange polysemous senses according to their semantic motivations. Closely 
related senses are put together under the core sense, among which senses   
derived in a radial way are arranged in frequency order and senses derived in 
concatination are arranged logically. 
5.  For words with more than five senses, a semantic network graph is provided at 
the top of the entry in which the labels M (metaphor) and Me (metonymy) are 
used to display the metaphorical or metonymic extension of senses. The 
proposed semantic network is established on consistent principles. 
The new representation of polysemous words in learner’s dictionaries can not 
only facilitate sense retrieval, but also help users have a better understanding of 
polysemous words. Thus it is of great significance to dictionary compilation and to 
foreign language teaching and learning. 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1  Overview of English Learner’s Dictionaries 
A learner’s dictionary is a “pedagogical dictionary aimed primarily at non-native 
learners of language” (Hartmann & James, 2000: 82). The first dictionary compiled 
specifically for foreign learners was the New Method English Dictionary written by 
Michael P. West in 1935. He set up the principles of his dictionary so as to help 
learners in their language learning by taking care of their needs. From then on, 
learner’s dictionaries were separated from dictionaries for general readers and became 
a special class of dictionary. Compared with the early learner’s dictionaries which 
focused on pronunciation, those after West’s dictionary have turned their attention to 
learners’ needs in every aspect, especially since Hornby’s The Idiomatic and Syntactic 
Dictionary of English was published in 1942 and republished as A Learner’s 
Dictionary of Current English by Oxford University Press in 1948. They focus on 
current meanings and delete outdated uses. Etymology, a staple of standard 
dictionaries, is also usually omitted. All headwords are explained in plain language, 
typically using a core defining vocabulary of some 3,000 words and thus making the 
definitions more intelligible to learners. There are many example phrases and 
sentences, but no quotations. Appendices and intersperced notes serve the targeted 
readership, providing guidance and help. For example, there are notes about the usage 
of false friends, i.e. words that are often confused by learners. 
After West’s dictionary, learner’s dictionaries of different language levels and 
areas emerge endlessly, among which five are most remarkable and representative. 
They are Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English (OALD), 
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDCE), Collins COBUILD English 
Dictionary (COBUILD), Cambridge International Dictionary of English (CIDE) and 
Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (MED). 
 As to OALD, its first edition is Hornby’s A Learner’s Dictionary of Current 
English published by Oxford University Press in 1948. The title was changed in 1952 
to The Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English. The word Oxford replaced 
The in the title from the third (1974) edition onwards, and it is now known by the 
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The first rival to OALD was published by Longman in 1978, the Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English, edited by Paul Proctor. LDCE introduced 
several innovations. The most striking was the use of a restricted defining vocabulary, 
which has now become a standard feature of learner’s dictionaries. Almost a decade 
later another new player, the Collins COBUILD English Dictionary, came out, a 
significant milestone in corpus-based lexicography. 
1995 was the “year of the dictionaries” (Jackson, 2002: 132): Oxford published 
its fifth edition, Longman its third, COBUILD its second, and yet another player 
appeared, the Cambridge International Dictionary of English. CIDE took the opposite 
decision on headwords to COBUILD. Each major sense has a separate entry, followed 
by a “guide word” to the meaning. 2002 saw the arrival of yet another competitor: the 
Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners. The most striking innovations 
of MED were the “menu” placed at the top of an entry for words with more than five 
senses and the “Metaphor” column within some entries reflecting the latest findings in 
cognitive linguistics. 
The current editions in 2009 are the seventh for Oxford, the fifth for Longman, 
the sixth for Collins COBUILD, the third for Cambridge, and the second for 
Macmillan. 
As a result of the boom in the English language teaching industry worldwide, the 
EFL market is a lucrative one for publishers. More and more intense competition has 
been an incentive to improve and innovate. As successive editions have appeared, a 
clear development can be perceived. With increasing attention being paid to the needs 
of learners, English learner’s dictionaries will surely play a more and more significant 
role as references or tools in English learning. 
1.2  The Motive of the Research 
Polysemy is a universal phenomenon in language. According to Byrd et al. 
(1987), out of approximately 60000 entries in the Webster’s Seventh New Collegiate 
Dictionary, 21488, or almost 40 percent, have two or more senses. Moreover, the 
most commonly used words tend to be the most polysemous (Zhao, 2006: 4). For 
example, in Oxford Advanced Learner’s English-Chinese Dictionary (OALED), the 
word over has 10 senses as an adverb and 14 senses as a preposition. The universality 
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